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Student Evaluations Of Faculty:   
Concerns And Possible Solutions 





Student evaluations of university instruction have long been used to evaluate the teaching 
performance of instructors of all ranks.  In spite of the widespread use of the data acquired from 
student evaluations for the purpose of determining faculty teaching effectiveness, a review of the 
literature in the area indicates that questions concerning the validity and usefulness of such 
evaluations remain unanswered.  With the pervasiveness use of student evaluations, it is doubtful 
that substantial changes in the system are going to be implemented across the country soon. This 
research reviews the major problems that have been identified in student evaluations of faculty, 
and suggests some possible methods to increase the validity of teaching evaluations without major 
changes to the current systems of evaluation of faculty. Any changes to teaching evaluations, 
which would increase the usefulness of student evaluations of faculty, would benefit both college 
students and faculty.  Administrators of colleges and universities for some time have stressed the 
importance of a marketing orientation (Bush, Ferrell & Thomas, Jr., 1998; Moore 2004). Students 
are one of the consumer groups interested in the product of a college education, and students’ 
opinions are considered a vital source of information concerning the quality of instruction at 
colleges and universities.  
 
 
USE OF STUDENTS’ TEACHER EVALUATIONS 
 
irtually all colleges and universities use student evaluations of instructors as a measure of instructor 
performance (Magner, p. A18, 1997), therefore, such student evaluations have a significant impact 
on tenure, promotion and merit pay decisions concerning faculty (Centra, 1979; Ehie & Karathanos, 
1994; Kozub, 2006).  It is hoped that the response from students may help instructors to improve their teaching 
performance (Marsh, 1991; Smith 2008). Unfortunately, the use of such ratings for evaluations relating to reward 
systems of a college or university may be problematic to the extent that student consumers are responding to factors 
that should be unrelated to teaching quality, such evaluations may be misleading (Cashin, Downey & Sixbury, 1994; 
Marsh, 1994, 1995; Kozub, 2006), and may have negative consequences on the overall quality of the educational 
experience for students.   
 
RESEARCH ON THE VALIDITY AND CONSISTENCY OF STUDENT EVALUATIONS 
 
Extensive research has been conducted on student evaluations to determine their validity. The stability and 
internal consistency (Cashin, Downey & Sixbury, 1994; Costin, Greenough & Menges, 1971; Marsh, 1994, 1995; 
Gallagher 2000; and Burdsal 2008) as well as variability between instructors (Marsh & Bailey, 1993) have all been 
demonstrated.  Yet, numerous studies have cast doubt on the validity of such instruments. Rodin & Rodin (1972) 
found a negative relationship between student performance and student ratings. O'Connell & Dickinson (1993) found 
the amount learned by students was unrelated to the overall ratings of the instructor. Yunker and Yunker (2003) 
found that students from a class where the instructor was rated higher did worse than students from class where an 
instructor was rated lower, in a subsequent follow-up class. In another study, Koon and Murray (1995) found that 
final examination scores had only a .30 correlation with student ratings of instructors.  It has been noted that 
workload and students' grades might also affect student ratings of instructors (Marsh 1987; Centra 2003).  Oliver-
Hoyo (2008) has found significant variations in teaching ratings for the same instructor teaching multiple sections of 
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the same course.  Conventional teacher supervision and evaluation methods as being inefficient and ineffective have 
been observed in another study (Marshall 2005). 
 
Students may not have the level of knowledge necessary to properly evaluate their instruction according to 
Olshavsky & Spreng (1995) which may lead to the use of some other proxy in determination of instructor 
performance.  The "entertainment" level of the classroom experience has been shown to affect over-all instructor 
ratings (Costin, Greenough, & Menges, 1971). In the famous "Dr. Fox" study (Naftulin, Ware, & Donnelly, 1973) 
found that an enthusiastic actor was highly rated on teaching quality despite a lecture intentionally devoid of content.  
Narrative comments noted on student evaluations of faculty in one study demonstrated that many students wanted 
classes to be more fun and entertaining (Trout, 1997). Williams and Ceci (1997) found that emphasizing 
communication skills produced significant improvements in ratings of an instructor by students in all areas of 
teaching for a class, despite the fact that the material and lecture format remained identical, as well as student 
performance. Wright (2000) found that perceived fairness in grading and instructor appearance were strongly related 
to student evaluations of professors, despite the fact that these factors may be unrelated to the degree of student 
learning. 
 
These results suggest that student consumers may rate faculty using a different set of criteria than other 
constituencies.  Student consumers, may, in fact prefer a teaching style that is detrimental to their learning 
experience. For example, Strom, Hocevar, and Zimmer (1990) showed that students who preferred easy courses had 
greater achievement with instructors who had a relatively low orientation toward students' interests, achievement, 
and satisfaction, but preferred teachers who had a high level of student orientation.  In addition, external ratings may 
differ from student-derived ratings. This was dramatically demonstrated when a Business Week ranking of graduate 
business schools (Bryne & Leonhardt, 1996, p.112, 113) showed substantial differences for the ratings of teaching 
performance in terms of an output measure (the perceived level of skills of MBA graduates as rated by corporate 
recruiters) and a process measure (as rated by the instructional quality of faculty in the same program by MBAs) 
(Bryne & Leonhardt, 1996, p. 122).  Student evaluations of faculty have become increasingly important, thus the 
process of instructor evaluation needs to be reexamined. Given that the process of using students to evaluate 
instructors is ingrained in academia, it is unlikely that efforts to modify or replace it will be successful but it may be 
possible to significantly improve the quality of information gained from student evaluations of faculty with relatively 
small changes. These changes involve the anonymity of the evaluations, and the massive quantity of data generated. 
 
PROBLEMS WITH THE CURRENT TEACHING EVALUATION SYSTEM 
 
There are four major problems with the current teaching evaluation system.  These problems are: (1) the 
voluntary nature of current teaching evaluation system; (2) anonymous evaluations; (3) survey data; and (4) massive 
data.  Each of these issues is discussed in this section of the research. 
 
Voluntary Nature Of The Current System 
 
At many colleges and universities students do not have to complete the teaching evaluation instrument, but 
the instructors are held responsible if a significantly large percentage of the students do not complete the instrument.  
Currently, there is no research on the question: does lack of participation by a student indicate poor teaching, lack of 
interest in the course, or lack of student confidence in the evaluation system?  It is impossible to study this issue due 
to the anonymous nature of the evaluation system.  Thus, administrators are free to interpret the lack of participation 
by the entire enrolled class any way they chose.  This is dangerous as there is no insurance that any administrator will 




Typically, student evaluations of faculty members are anonymous. The idea behind anonymous evaluations 
is apparently to protect the students from potential reprisal from faculty. This idea certainly has a positive intent, 
however, anonymity may facilitate reprisal from students to faculty who gave the students lower grades than the 
students felt that they deserved.  Faculty and administrators have no way of determining which students gave a high 
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or low rating to an instructor.  Thus administrators apparently believe that faculty members are less trustworthy than 
students. Under a system of anonymous evaluations, students need take no responsibility for their opinions. With no 
possibility for follow-up, students need not consider all the facts in order to come to a valid and justifiable conclusion 
supported by facts. A student’s evaluation could be based solely on latent anger resulting from a recent grade 
received on an exam, or from a single negative in-class experience with an instructor over the course of an entire 
semester. In addition, the practice of anonymity provides no way to insure that the evaluations were properly filled 
out. In many instances the faculty member is required to leave a classroom while the evaluations are being filled out. 
This leaves the potential for significant abuse. For example, students could enter the room and fill out evaluations 
that were not even in the class.  Another potential problem is lack of ability to follow up on the results. No details can 
be gathered as to why an evaluation was very positive or very negative. There are several questions that need to be 
research.  First, do all students with low grades give low evaluations? While a question may be asked concerning the 
students expected grades, there is no way to insure that students' reports are accurate. The second question is, do 
students with poor attendance records give low evaluations to an instructor they may have only rarely had contact 
with in class? There is absolutely no way to determine the relationship between class attendance and student 
evaluations of instructors.  Closely related to the previous point is the lack of ability to track "customers". Businesses 
use customer-tracking systems to determine if certain individuals are blatantly abusing the complaint system. Such 
businesses can then determine whether the problem is with the business, or with the customer. Under a system of 
anonymous evaluations there is no way to determine whether a student is a chronic complainer. 
 
The Problem Of Survey Data 
 
Student evaluations are a result of the students completing a survey instrument. Survey results provides an 
overview of student feelings concerning a faculty member, they do not provide an in-depth picture of what happened 
in the classroom. They also do not allow for probing, to determine the factors leading to the evaluation. If it were 
possible to track evaluations to individual students, in-depth interviews could determine reasons for dissatisfaction. 
This would allow administrators to determine whether the problems were due to weaknesses in the instructor, or in 
the student, or in both. It would be possible to determine, for example, if there was a correlation between academic 
preparation of students and evaluation of instructors. This would permit administrators to answer the question: do 
instructors get lower evaluations from students who are less prepared? 
 
The Problem Of Massive Data 
 
Regardless of the size of a college or university student evaluations generate an immense quantity of data. If 
there is evidence of possible problems with instructor performance based on student evaluations, it is imperative that 
we look closely to determine the extent and nature of such problems. However, such a massive amount of data 
precludes that possibility.  One factor leading to the problem of massive data is the problem of both too much and too 
little oversight of faculty.  It is frequently the case that faculty of all ranks are evaluated in the same fashion, whether 
they have been teaching for one year, 15 or 30 years. With such a large number of people to evaluate it is very 
difficult to perform an in-depth evaluation of everyone. Therefore, decisions on such important processes as faculty 
tenure or merit exercises may be based solely or largely on anonymous student evaluations of faculty. 
 
It would seem evident that much closer scrutiny should be given to new faculty. Given the long-term nature 
of any tenure decision, and the importance of teaching as a measure of a faculty member's performance, it is 
important to examine closely all aspects of the teaching performance of untenured faculty members. Without such 
oversight untenured faculty members may be tempted to "dumb down" their courses, give high grades, and take other 
extraordinary measures in an attempt to increase student evaluations, and thus maximize a faculty member's chances 
of being awarded tenure.  Conversely, tenured faculty members are, by definition, proven performers in the 
classroom. They may resent close scrutiny of their teaching performance, and such close scrutiny is unlikely to result 
in a positive outcome.  However, it is not only untenured faculty who attempt to manipulate teaching evaluation 
scores by a variety of means including giving cash, saving bonds, and other “prizes” to top scoring students on exams 
or for a term, as well as passing out candy during class (Kozub, 2006). 
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Another problem with survey data is how and by whom the statistics are generated.  At most institutions the 
statistics are generated by the department, college, or school once the survey response instrument is read by the 
central campus computer.  There have been reported errors in processing the survey response instruments, which 
produces doubt about the validity of the statistical results (Kozub, 2006).  Even more shocking is the use of software 
written by a faculty member in the unit.  It is possible that unintended procedures could be written into the program 
in order to improperly increase or decrease the teaching scores of individual faculty members.  This type of situation 




Evaluating the teaching performance of faculty members is a critical part of ensuring a high quality 
education for students. However, given the research showing potential problems with the current method of 
evaluation, significant changes need to be made.  The first suggestion is to change the nature of the student 
evaluations from being anonymous in nature to confidential in nature. The instructor would not be given access to 
this database, however, such a database would allow implementation of a customer tracking system by someone in 
the university. It would also allow for follow-up to investigate particularly high or low evaluations. In addition, this 
allows investigation into how actual grades are related to evaluations.  The second suggestion is to overcome the 
problems of massive amounts of data, and too little oversight of untenured faculty. Besides the use of traditional 
student evaluations of faculty, all classes taught by untenured faculty should be subject to sampling and in-depth 
interviews of selected students.  Students could be randomly sampled from among those that had high, medium, and 
low ratings of the untenured faculty member. These selected students could then be interviewed in depth concerning 
what really went on in the class, and reasons for the ratings of the professor. In the case of small classes, everyone in 
the class could be interviewed. This process would serve to determine to what extent rigor and high expectations, or 
lack of rigor and low expectations affected evaluations in the classroom. Such a system would also serve to protect 
faculty members who were very demanding in the classroom, but skilled teachers. Again for untenured faculty, it 
should be an automatic procedure for selected members of the tenured faculty to sit in on a class each semester to 
evaluate the teaching methods used and to review the syllabus and evaluation instruments used by the instructor to 
determine rigor, and expectations of that instructor. Since the number of untenured faculty would be expected to be 
small in relation to the number of total faculty, this plan would be workable.   
 
For tenured faculty, a similar system would be available if requested by the faculty member. For tenured 
faculty with consistently high ratings, a normal grade distribution, and no student complaints, the standard student 
evaluations system could be used. For those who seemed to be having problems, closer scrutiny could be paid using 
the above-described system.  However, a strong argument for post-tenure review was made by Wood (2006).  It 




Student evaluations of faculty are a widely used method of evaluating faculty performance in the classroom. 
However, significant improvements can be made in the system with only minor changes, which may significantly 
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